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The unit of New England life was the town, a
self-governing community, in large measure com-
plete in itself, and if left alone capable of main-
taining a separate existence. Within certain
limits, it was independent of higher authority,
and in this respect it was unlike anything to be
found in England. At this period, it was at
bottom a religious community which owned and
distributed the lands set apart for its occupation,
elected its own officials, and passed local ordi-
nances for its own well-being. At first, church
members, landholders, and inhabitants tended to
be identical, but they gradually separated as time
went on and as new comers appeared and old resi-
dents migrated elsewhere. Before the end of the
century, the ecclesiastical society, the board of
land proprietors, and the town proper, even when
largely composed of the same members, acted
as separate groups, though the line of separation
was often vague and was sometimes not drawn at
all. Town meetings continued to be held in the
meeting-house, and land was distributed by the
town in its collective capacity. Lands were par-
celed out as they were needed in proportion to con-
tributions to a common purchase fund or to family
need, and later according to the ratable value of